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Chapter 4

The Rise of the Decanal
Collective Voice
Danielle M. Conway^
A. INTRODUCTION
On January 6, 2021, we, as law school deans, found
ourselves in an unprecedented moment. The members of the
decanal ranks, diverse in every way, collectively experienced
insurrection, impeachment, and inauguration—in what will
become known undoubtedly as the Three Wednesdays that
shuddered American Democracy. This chapter explains one
perspective on the rise and the influence of the decanal collective
voice that led to the law deans joint statement addressing the
2020 election and the events that took place at the Capitol,
which resulted from a shared behef that the rule of law was
under assault. This collective voice emerged from shared
experiences in the global pandemic, the protests against racial
inequahty and the relationship-based coalition response to
systemic inequahty, and the perils of leadership during
tumultuous times. This collective voice is a result of the growth
in trust relationships between and among deans, the embrace of
loyalty to a new vision for the legal profession, and a sense of
shared compassion and empathy for one another. In writing
about the intimate relationship members of the decanal ranks
have developed in this moment, I propose that law school deans
* Dean and Donald J. Farage Professor of Law at Penn State Dickinson Law.
Dean Conway is the co-recipient of the inaugural Association of American Law Schools’
(AALS’) Impact Award, which honors individuals who have had a significant, positive
impact on legal education or the legal profession. Dean Conway received this recognition
for her work in establishing the Law Deans Antiracist Clearinghouse Project. Launched
in June 2020, the project is a webpage for law deans, faculty and staff, and the public
that contains resources and information related to addressing racism in law and legal
education. Dean Conway also serves as one of three co-chairs of the Select Penn State
Presidential Commission on Racism, Bias, and Community Safety. Dean Conway has
been a member of the American Law Institute since 2004. She is a member of the AALS
Executive Committee and a member of the Board of Directors of AccessLex Institute.
Dean Conway retired from the U.S. Army in the rank of lieutenant colonel after 27 years
of combined active, reserve, and national guard service.
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speaking in one voice on issues most pressing in our society is,
individually and collectively, part of our obligation as lawyers
and leaders in the legal academy and in the profession.
The American law school dean is a relatively modern figure
in higher education history, as are law schools themselves. Scan
any number of law school websites and you will find that
individual law schools essentially pay tribute to their respective
founders and leaders who have served at the helms of their law
schools in only general and often cursory ways. Implicit in this
observation is that these leaders have rarely conjured the image
of members of a coahtion working together, interdependently, in
service to the legal academy and the legal profession.
Instead, one can draw on the experiences of the law school
dean—prior to the formation of the Association of American Law
Schools’s (AALS’s)2 Law Deans Steering Committee and the
AALS Executive Committee circa 2014—as a siloed venture in
which maybe a shifting and changing collection of deans
interested in addressing discrete issues impacting their
respective institutions formed, at best, transactional, short-lived
alliances to achieve desired outcomes. This is not surprising as
the law school dean, especially in the latter part of the 20th
Century to this very moment, would be wise to remain keenly
focused on the all too seemly sole indicator of success—law
school rankings, inclusive of median LSAT and uGPA data,
employment data, and peer and reputation rankings, to name a
few.
The start of the second decade of the 21st Century was met
by cataclysmic, calamitous events that created upheaval within
the legal academy, the legal profession, and the larger society.
These events—a pandemic, the murder of Black and Brown
bodies, an assault on facts in a fraught election cycle, and the
‘
See About AALS, available at https://www.aals.org/about/ (last visited July 31,
2021). The Association of American Law Schools (AALS) is a nonprofit association with
176 member and 17 fee-paid law schools. “Founded in 1900, the mission of AALS is to
uphold and advance excellence in legal education. In support of this mission, AALS
promotes the core values of excellence in teaching and scholarship, academic freedom,
and diversity, including diversity of backgrounds and viewpoints, while seeking to
improve the legal profession, to foster justice, and to serve its many communities—^local,
national, and international.” "[The] AALS has the dual responsibility of serving law
schools and their deans as their institutional membership organization, and individual
law school faculty and administrators as their learned society.”
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Capitol insurrection brought on by the specter of white
supremacy—upended what many understood the traditional
role of the law school dean and, by definition, the entire decanal
community to be—the intellectual leader of the law school. With
little or no notice, the changes were thrust upon the majority of
law school deans who had anticipated nothing more than a
traditional tour of duty in the decanal ranks. For a distinct
segment of the decanal ranks, however, these types of
cataclysmic events amounted to known and knowable
subterranean hved experiences that formed part of being
raciahzed, subordinated, oppressed, and othered in America.
For the Black law dean, the events leading up to the Capitol
insurrection were no surprise. Why? These events mirrored the
raciahzed backlash of the post-Civil War Reconstruction Era, the
many riots fomented by white people such as the 1906 Atlanta
Massacre and the 1921 Tulsa Race Massacre, and the statesponsored raciahzed violence against the Civil Rights Movement
in the 1950s and 1960s, illustrated by “Bloody Sunday” at the
Edmund Pettus Bridge in Selma, Alabama. In the hours during
the Capitol insurrection, all law school deans saw, heard, and
understood the role that White America’s racism and its
tolerance of white supremacy were playing in fueling an attack
on America’s democratic institutions and the rule of law.
For purposes of unearthing the decanal coUective voice it is
less important at this juncture to focus on the different paths on
which we walked, which have been, up to now, largely as
individual, siloed administrators. Now, it is more important to
focus on what we all experienced on January 6, 2021, distinct
from how we all experienced it. Even more crucial, our collective
experience transformed many of us from administrators to
leaders armed with a newly found collective power, a newly
acknowledged collective obHgation, and a newly experienced
collective voice, all of which combine to present the potential for
a metamorphosis for the legal academy, the legal profession, and
for our society.
The intersecting crises of a global pandemic, which
continues to disproportionately impact Black and Brown
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people;® a full-throated social movement demanding racial
equality following 2020’s cascade of murders of, among others,
Ahmaud Arbery, Breonna Taylor, George Floyd, and, most
recently in 2021, the murder of Daunte Wright by police
impunity;^ and voter suppression efforts across the nation have
accelerated the need to address systemic inequities hampering
the legal academy’s and the legal profession’s ability to deliver
on the power and the promise of the rule of law to realize the
vision of equal justice for all.® Law school deans had visceral,
individual reactions to these traumatic events and many
questioned their responsibility as lawyers and leaders to speak
out on behalf of their teaching and learning communities, the
larger demos, and on behalf of democracy itself.
Compellingly, these events also caused members of the
decanal ranks to look deeply within their respective law schools
to discern the role of their own institutions and the role of the
legal academy in producing and perpetuating the systemic
inequities at the root of the crumbhng democratic infrastructure.
Specifically, the events of 2020, alone, have given law school
deans a stark example of the complicity of law in propping up
white hierarchy, structural racism, subjugation, oppression, and
inequahty. Discussing the landscape of subordination and
oppression, generally, and racial inequality, specifically, have
been necessary predicates on the road to understanding and
appreciating the steps that law deans can take to move their
respective law schools away from edifices of structural inequity
and toward equity-focused institutions.
Each dean’s active and interdependent participation in a
coalition based on relationships that deploy the power of the
decanal collective voice contributes to the transformation of the
legal academy, writ large, towards the democratic goal of
systemic equity. With a collective voice centered on equity and
®
See World Health Organization, Director-General’s opening remarks at the
media briefing on COVID-19—11 March 2020, https;//www.who.int/director-general/
speeches/detail/who-director-general-8-opening-remarks-at-the-media-briefing-oncovid-19—ll-march-2020 (last visited Jan. 29, 2021).
^ See Larry Buchanan, Quoctrung Bui & Jugal K. Patel, Black Lives Matter May
Be the Largest Movement in US. History, N.Y. TIMES (July 3, 2020), https://www.
nytimes.com/interactive/2020/07/03/us/george-floyd-pro tests-crowd-size.html.
®
See Jeffrey Toobin, Protecting the Vote, NEW YORKER (Sept. 28, 2020), https://
www.newyorker.com/magazine/2020/10/06/ending-trumps-assault-on-the-rule-of-law.
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justice, law school deans can focus on the rebuilding of
democratic institutions and the strengthening of the rule of law.

B. THE ORGANIC FORMATION OF
THE COLLECTIVE VOICE
Shortly after I began my deanship in 2015, I was fortunate
to be invited to serve on the AALS Law Dean’s Steering
Committee. The composition and work of the committee are
defined succinctly as being “comprised of 16 law school deans, [ ]
charged with addressing the national impact of topics affecting
law schools.” The type of service I observed and participated in
was collegial, yet predominantly transactional. I describe it as
transactional largely because the work and even the consensus
to act together was done to accomplish a task, respond to a
particular challenge, or to address and attempt to resolve a
specific issue. In the sense that the governing body of deans
joined together as a group seeking consensus, that consensus
was to either maintain a status quo or to achieve some
incremental advantage for the majority of the law schools within
the academy. If I were to give a name to describe the relationship
of these law deans vis-a-vis the issues that came before the
steering committee, I would land on the term “transactional
coalition.”®
I would define a transactional coalition as a group of
members or organizations assembled for a discrete purpose to
pursue a mutually beneficial goal or objective. In a transactional
coahtion, members or organizations often represent different
®
Compare Tiziana Casciaro, Amy C. Edmondson, and Sujin Jang, Cross-Silo
Leadership, May-June 2019 Harv. BUS. REV. 130-139 (discussing the importance of
breaking down silos to help people collaborate across boundaries by, among other things,
valuing horizontal interface collaborations that encourage members of diverse teams to
proactively take on the perspectives of others) anrfArthur T. Himmelman, On Coalitions
and the Transformation ofPower Relations: Collaborative Betterment and Collaborative
Empowerment, 29, 2 AM. J. CMTY. PSYCHOL. 277, 278, 284 (opining that transformation
from collaborative betterment coalitions to collaborative empowerment coalitions could
occur by reformulating coalition power relationships, by providing opportunities for
members to practice becoming more powerful in a democratic manner and growing
comfortable with the responsibihty and accountability to others that democratic power
requires) with MARIAME Kaba, WE Do This ’TIL WE FREE US: ABOLITIONIST ORGANIZING
AND Transforming Justice pp. 176,178-80 (stating‘‘[c]ommunity matters. Collectivity
matters.... If we can’t get along with each other, then what the hell are we doing? If
anybody is listening to this . .. please be part of the community of folks who are building
an accountable community with each other... because what matters is ... developing
stronger relationships.").
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interests; yet members, after performing a cost benefit analysis,
make determinations that the net interests to them or their
organizations are best served by joining with others to pursue a
specific outcome. With a transactional coalition, the probability
is high that certain members will leave the coahtion or become
passive in their advocacy at that point when such members
achieve their respective purpose for joining the coahtion. This
point on the coalition spectrum can be referred to as the point of
inflection when interest convergence ceases, and members are
faced with a decision matrix that places themselves or the
institutions they represent before the interests of the coalition.
Another view of a transactional coalition is the use of
coalition resources to address a specific issue impacting only a
segment of the membership of the coalition. What separates this
approach to coalition budding and maintenance from a more
personal, more invested coalition—what I will introduce later in
this chapter as a relationship-based coalition—is a long-view
commitment to a transformational vision of change for aU
coalition members and the institutions they represent.
Relationship-based coalitions rely on transformational
leadership of a collective in which each member is invested in
achieving, not their own objectives exclusively, but the objectives
of other members in the coahtion. Consequently, some members
of the coahtion may commit relationally, while other members of
the coalition will only commit transactionaUy. This renders the
entire coahtion minimally transactional in nature once the
coahtion efforts reach the point of inflection. It is equally
possible that members can move in and out of a transactional
coahtion based on the specific task or issue, but this kind of plug
and play partnership has the potential to minimize trust
between and among coahtion partners, reduce the effectiveness
of advocacy on task-related efforts not to mention
transformational change efforts, and dehmit future progress
when coahtion action is most necessary.
One example of transactional coahtion buUding was the
work of the deans steering committee in response to the
Cahfornia
Task
Force
on
Admissions
Regulation
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Recommendations^ The State Bar of California proposed an
additional requirement for admission to the Cahfornia Bar,
specifically competency training that would require applicants
to have 15-credit hours of specified experiential learning. The
Deans Steering Committee expertly responded to the
recommendations that would have impacted Cahfornia law
schools as well as students attending law school outside of
California but who would be required to meet the proposed
requirement if they intended to seek admission to the California
Bar.
I refer to this advocacy as transactional along the coalition
continuum because the deans steering committee was not
speaking for all law deans and their respective institutions in
responding to the specific issue of a competency training
requirement in California. As well, while the requirement hkely
could have had negative impacts on non-California deans and
their institutions, there was not a call from the whole of the legal
academy to support the California deans in their advocacy
directed at reconsideration of the competency requirement for
admission. Within the deans steering committee itself, however,
a camaraderie was palpable and inspirational.
These deans were dialed in to layers of information that
allowed them to discern the ramifications that the Cahfornia
admissions recommendation would have on innovation in the
legal academy, the career choices of students and graduates, and
the overaU access to justice and rule of law implications for the
larger society. That said, this information was not being
accessed by the entire community making up the decanal ranks,
either because some law schools were regional in their focus,
while other law schools may have already transitioned their
curriculum to a similar requirement, or because some law
schools were focused on merely surviving through deficit
existences caused by the recession of 2008 and the negative
impact of the national downturn in admissions. Far from casting
aspersions on law deans and their institutions for not moving
beyond a transactional coalition stance, this example exposes far
’ See AALS Deans Steering Committee Issues Statement on the California Task
Force on Admissions Regulation Recommendations, available at https://www.aals.org/
tfarr-statement/ (last visited, May 30, 2021).
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greater issues that lent themselves to a relationship-based
approach to collective action on behalf of the entire academy—
namely the relentless assault on law schools during and after
the 2008 recession.
The beginning of 2020 was like most others for the legal
academy. Faculty and Deans gathered at the AALS annual
meeting in Washington, D.C. and engaged inteUectuaUy and
operationally on the standard issues du jour. The time leading
up to the full appreciation of the pandemic in March 2020 stiU
did not change that posture significantly. Most deans were
thrown into the deep water of responding to the unknowns of the
pandemic and how this soon to be revealed long-term crisis
would impact their respective programs of legal education. The
AALS and several deans, faculty, and staff members authored a
website and a report that “organized documents, resources, and
information related to legal education and the legal profession
to help law faculty, students, and staff plan for classes and
operations during the coronavirus pandemic.”® The act of pulling
these resources together was one of important service to the
legal academy to assist law schools in remaining current on the
effects of the pandemic on teaching and learning, specifically
providing information “regarding admissions tests, the bar
exam, college reopening, federal aid, online teaching, and
student loans.”®
Without question, the work pulling these resources together
was critical in supporting deans as they led their respective law
schools during the beginning of the pandemic. Equally without
question, law school leaders experienced many of the same
challenges across the board owing to the universal nature of the
harm and disruption caused by the pandemic and the national
leadership response thereto, but the work of the law deans
remained generally an individual exercise falling short of even a
transactional approach to responding to the pandemic. One

»
See AALS Legal Education in the Time of COVID-19, available at https://www.
aals.org/covidl9/ (last visited May 31, 2021).
9 5ee AALS Adds News & Information Related to COVID-19, available at https://
www.aal8.org/about/publications/new8letters/aal8-new8-spring-2020/aals-adds-new8information-related-to-covid-19/ (last visited May 31, 2021).
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exception though was the cross-siloed collaboration^® between
the authors of the “The Bar Exam and the COVID-19 Pandemic:
The Need for Immediate Action.”ii In this work, the authors saw
an immediate and looming challenge to one of the most
significant functions of the partnership between the legal
academy and the legal profession—^the administration of the
high-stakes, gatekeeping function that is the bar examination.
The authors rightly assessed that “[a]ttempting to administer
the bar examination to hundreds of test-takers in a single room
would endanger the test takers, staff administering the exam,
and the pubhc health.”^® This joint work and the attention that
it garnered offered a ghmpse at the potential for law deans to
move beyond siloed leadership through and possibly past a
transactional coahtion.
On the heels of the nascent stages of this work to move from
siloed leadership to something more, a Black man, a father, a life
partner, a brother, and a community member named George
Floyd was killed by Minneapolis pofice officer Derek Chauvin.
The world witnessed this murder, as it was clearly captured by
mobile phone video. We relived the 9 minutes and 29 seconds
through continuous news cycles, protest raUies, social media
engagements, documentaries about disproportionate police
contact with Black and Brown communities, and during the
criminal prosecution of Derek Chauvin. What was different
about this murder of a Black man was context, both past and
present. The past contexts, of course, were the many Black
bodies slain before George Floyd’s murder. Just two and one-half
months before, Breonna Taylor was killed after police entered
her apartment under color of a no-knock warrant and began
firing their weapons in the premises. This horrific incident took
place on the same day that President Trump finally announced
a pandemic lock down in the United States.

See Tiziana Casciaro, Amy C. Edmondson, and Snjin Jang, Cross-Silo
Leadership, available at https;//hbr.org/2019/05/cross-silo-leadership (last visited May
31, 2021).
" See Claudio Angelos, et al.. The Bar Exam and the COVID-19 Pandemic: The
Need For Immediate Action, available at https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfin?
abstract_id=3659060 (last visited. May 31, 2021).
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The Black Lives Matter (BLM) social movement against
racial inequality seemed to catalyze around these events,
bringing sharp focus to police plunder of Black and Brown
bodies, which came to a head on May 25, 2020. After George
Floyd’s murder, people from all walks of life joined BLM in
protesting racial inequality. Knowledge that the pandemic was
having a disproportionate impact on Black and Brown bodies
coincided unmistakably with the disproportionate police contact
that these same Black and Brown bodies had long been
experiencing. Many people have asked why this was the time
that drew attention to this data. I postulate that the pandemic’s
isolation effects drew us farther into social media use and that
the capture of the murder of George Floyd pulled us deeper into
the vortex of the reality of the harms of structural inequality (the
disproportionate impact of the pandemic on oppressed and
subordinated people) and systemic inequahty (murder of Black
bodies by police under the color of law).
Law deans were among the groups of people who bore
witness to this plunder. As one very special set of leaders in the
legal profession, law deans individually felt the weight of the
American system of laws’ hand in what was unfolding after
George Floyd’s murder. Several of us felt the pangs of law’s
complicity in these cascading tragedies. I recall feeling both sick
and betrayed by yet another on the long list of Black bodies
stolen from this world too soon and too horrifically. As well, I
recall feeling oddly vindicated for legitimately loathing the acts
of those who would manipulate the rule of law that is, in theory,
meant to belong to all of us, especially those most vulnerable in
our society.
Upon learning about George Floyd’s murder, I, as a Black
woman, felt keenly my own sense of vulnerability. I also felt
paralyzed in my grief and by my fear for my family, specifically
for my Black husband and Black son. In that grief, I reached out
to four of my dean colleagues—^Angela Onwuachi-Wilhg, Kim
Mutcherson, Carla Pratt, and DanieUe Holley-Walker—Black
women who were hving my experience. The first of many of our
conversations that weekend were about our shared disgust over
the killing of yet another Black body. We hstened to one
another’s grief, sorrow, anger, fear, and outrage over yet one
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more body piled on top of thousands of bodies in graves, hanging
from trees, dragged by chains, shot in the back, beaten,
dismembered, and disfigured. And then our attention turned to
our positions as deans of law schools and the odd task we were
being asked to perform—the “message to community.”
The five of us on that weekend caU pondered and pushed
back on whether and how to approach the seemingly dreaded
task of drafting a message to our respective communities about
the murder of George Floyd, the death count in the wake of the
pandemic, and the path forward for our next moments, not to
mention the next month, and the remainder of the year. As the
weekend closed and Monday morning loomed, we each knew we
as leaders had to marshal the strength and courage to address
with our respective communities the breaches of humanity to
which we were all being subjected. We wrote our messages to our
communities, not just Black women law deans but the
overwhelming majority of all law deans. Whether prompted by
whomever wrote first, second, or third, the messages to
community surfaced.
During the surfacing of these messages to community, I
continued to feel unmoored by the events that seemed to be
overtaking all of us. I reached out to a trusted leader, LSAC
President and CEO Kellye Testy. We were just checking on each
other and she asked me how I was doing. Well, my anguish
poured out of me. I shared the disgust I felt over the raciafized
kiUings of Black men, women, and children. I shared the disgust
of having to write messages to my law school community about
the law’s role in ensuring equal justice for all when what was
really on display was law’s compHcity in propping up systemic
inequality and oppression. I shared the disgust of attempting to
make sense of the dismantfing of our democratic institutions to
justify what we were teaching in our respective programs of legal
education. At almost the same time, I had inquired on our deans’
Hstserv how we might come together as law deans to attempt to
address, collectively, the harms that we were all experiencing,
including the racialized killings, the loss of life from the
pandemic, and the assault on civil rights and our democratic
institutions. The immediate response from my query to the
deans’ Hstserv was the trickHng in of copies of individual
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messages from deans about “the message” each wrote to their
communities, which I must admit was off-putting.
With empathy and compassion, Kellye Testy advised me to
speak with AALS Executive Director Judy Areen about my
visceral and negative reactions to the messages that were being
posted. Judy Areen also listened with empathy and compassion
and toward the end of the call she asked me if I would consider
developing a website that could possibly catalogue the deans’
messages to community. I said I would take up the task. In an
almost instinctive reflex, I began to scope out a draft
presentation to share with the four Black women law deans
whom I had been commiserating with the week before. What I
now realize I was doing was creating a coahtion among these
Black women law deans to begin a process of regaining my
strength, power, and voice by trusting others enough to expose
my vulnerabilities to them. Within two days of meeting, sharing,
trusting, collaborating, cr5dng, and laughing together, the five of
us—^Black women law deans—conceived of something much
more than a collection of web accessible resources meant to
address racism, oppression, and subordination.
Out of our grief, pain, and anguish, we found the strength to
develop the AALS Law Deans Antiracist Clearinghouse
Project.^® I would mark the publication of this Project as the first
real step in pushing past siloed leadership and transactional
coahtions to forging a path toward relationship-based coafitions.
Such relationship-based coalition building was and is made
possible by a new understanding of our interdependence as
leaders of law schools.
The distinctiveness of the AALS Law Deans Antiracist
Clearinghouse Project lay in its scope to encompass every law
school dean in the process of moving the entire legal academy
away from compHcity in propping up systemic inequity by
maintaining a status quo that privileges white people and
disadvantages people of color. The goal of the Project was to
estabhsh a basefine for action as opposed to being merely an
archive to house messages to law school communities about the
visible injustice of the murder of George Floyd. In this way, the
>3 See AALS Law Deans Antiracist Clearinghouse Project, available at https;//
www.aals.org/antiracist-clearinghouse/ (last visited June 2, 2021).
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approach to the Project created a pathway for explicitly
acknowledging the collective power of the decanal voice.
Specifically, it was one thing to individually write to one’s
community about the violation of George Floyd’s civil and
human rights yet quite another thing to acknowledge our role as
lawyers and leaders pledging action to both eradicate racialized
violence and to actively commit the resources of our institutions
to promote antiracist teaching and learning.
It was this moment that crystallized for me that law is itself
a construct, which depends on human beings to draw out its
power to protect people and communities from injustices.
Without a relationship-based collective, especially within the
legal profession, to leverage that power for the common good, the
next generation of lawyers and leaders will inherit the same
social maladies, such as systemic racism and white supremacy,
that currently plague our democratic institutions. The
insurrection of January 6, 2021, and the social unrest we
experienced in 2020 forced law school deans and the AALS to
reckon with the unmistakable connection between structural
racism, white supremacy, and the attack on the rule of law. Like
it or not, law school deans are on the front hnes of the battle for
a stronger rule of law, a battle that is far more significant than
law school rankings and one that is crucially dependent on a
relationship-based coalition among decanal colleagues to
preserve the democratic institutions that are our law schools,
the training ground for future lawyers and leaders.
I was encouraged in my belief that a relationship-based
coahtion was possible among my decanal colleagues when I saw
an overwhelming majority of them embracing the teaching and
learning embedded in the AALS Law Deans Antiracist
Clearinghouse Project. Specifically, based upon feedback from
the AALS, the Clearinghouse Project has been the most visited
page on the AALS website. When law school deans engaged the
iterative process of the AALS Law Deans Antiracist
Clearinghouse Project—listening, learning, leading, audit
reporting,
and
iterating solutions—many
implicitly
acknowledged and supported the democratic principle of
equality, as manifested in the form of antiracism. Law school
deans activated their collective voice by shepherding faculty and
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institution antiracist resolutions to adoption, endorsing the
Project by transforming their respective messages to community
into messages of solidarity for antiracism, and committing their
institutions to actively engaging in antiracism teaching and
learning by performing one or more of the five steps set forth by
the Project. The Clearinghouse Project captures the shift from
siloed leadership to an embrace of the collective voice and a
commitment to relationship-based coalition building with this
following passage:
By creating a space for our collective voices as leaders
of law schools to engage our institutions in the fight for
justice and equahty, we strive to focus our teaching,
scholarship, service, activism, programming, and
initiatives on strategies to eradicate racism.
To engage as Antiracists, we must listen and learn from
each other’s experiences, lead our communities by
example, audit our schools to ensure progress toward
racial equality (with an understanding that race cannot
be neatly segregated from socioeconomic class),
influence policy, and iterate our commitment to the
fight for racial equality, all to demonstrate our resolve
to eradicate racism in the United States.
The actions of the law deans clearly fall into the category of
collective action because so many of our decanal colleagues acted
on behalf of others, for example, standing in solidarity with
students especially those negatively impacted by the murder of
George Floyd, standing with faculty colleagues who’ve been
negatively impacted by the pandemic, and standing with
decanal colleagues through the exercise of deference, support,
and solidarity as these colleagues established a leadership
stance that offered one example of the kind of antiracist response
that could come from the legal academy. The relationship-based
coalition building by and among these decanal colleagues across
the
inequality-equahty,
disadvantaged-privilege,
and
nonexclusive-elite spectra brought into focus how we as leaders
could work across institutional affiliations to address the
universal role of the legal academy and the legal profession to
See id.

THE RISE OF THE DECANAL COLLECTIVE VOICE

81

uphold fundamental democratic ideals for all and reimagine our
obligation to contribute to society by transforming our own
institutions to be more just and more equitable.

C. EXTENDING THE COLLECTIVE VOICE
On January 6, 2021, our Temple of Democracy was besieged
and defiled by lawless mobs and rioters. They terrorized fellow
Americans, public servants, and Capitol police officers. I
watched over and over the video of a Black Capitol pohce officer
exercising heroic restraint in not brandishing his weapon on the
mob of white men chasing him up the stairs of the Capitol. It
was later confirmed that he was leading the mob away from the
Chamber in which our elected officials were barricading
themselves inside for protection from the insurrectionists. This
scene and the many other criminal acts committed at the Capitol
that day represent an inexcusable breach of our social contract,
a debasement of our system of laws, and a violation of our shared
humanity. As Republican Senator Pat Toomey stated: “[This is
what happens when] [m]en in power refuse to acknowledge the
truth.”i5

The insurrection at the Capitol stood in stark contrast to the
peaceful voter turnout for the November 2020 election cycle.
While voter suppression tactics were deployed throughout the
year, there was no mistaking the historic voter engagement of
the American populace during this election cycle. It cannot go
unrecognized the role that Stacey Abrams, a lawyer and a
leader, and the voters in Georgia played in decisively bending
the arc of justice toward universal suffrage in furtherance of our
democracy. We must applaud the long-term vision of attorney
Stacey Abrams in leading the effort to transform Georgia into a
competitive purple state. From these efforts. Reverend Raphael
Warnock became the first African-American man from the State
of Georgia to be elected to the United States Senate. Thomas Jon
Ossoff, a former intern of the late Congressman John Lewis,
became only the second Jewish candidate to win a statewide
election in Georgia. We must recognize the thread that runs
See Associated Press, Romaey: ‘The best way we could show respect for the
voters who are upset is by telling them the truth, ’ available at https://www.abc4.com/
news/politics/romney-the-best-way-we-could-show-respect-for-the-voters-who-areupset-is-by-telling-them-the-truth/ (last visited July 31, 2021).
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through these Americans—an unwavering commitment to
guarantee the voting franchise for all and to upholding our
democracy. These voters and elected officials have breathed new
life into American democracy by demonstrating how to lawfully
pesist voter suppression, systemic inequality, subordination, and
oppression.
Frederick Douglass, when writing about his part in
discerning and affecting history during the final road to disunion
(1859-1861) said that “nations are taught less by theories than
by facts and events.”^® Each of us hved through the facts and
events that took place on January 6, 2021, and we cannot dis- or
mis-remember them. Our obligations as lawyers, leaders, and
American citizens require that we take stock of the facts and
events that unfolded on January 6 and draw our line in the sand.
On January 12, 2021, the overwhelming majority of law school
deans did just that. Using the power of the relationship-based
coalition formed earlier in the year, law school deans—171
strong—released a joint statement addressing the 2020 election
and the events that took place at the Capitol. The joint
statement marks a rare occasion: it is unusual for such a diverse
group of law deans to come together to speak as one on an issue
that falls outside the specific ambit of legal education. Be it rare,
having previously taken a stand in support of racial justice, law
school deans reaffirmed their commitment to a relationshipbased coahtion to lead our academy and, to some extent, our
profession in transforming our democracy, especially because
legal education plays such a significant role in forming the
identity of lawyers who are in positions that have an outsized
impact on our democracy. Law school deans chose truth,
freedom, democracy, and humanity. Using our collective voice,
we stated, and I quote, in part:
We are deans of a diverse range of law schools across
the country. We do not use our positions to advance our
individual views. But we do have an obhgation to
support the rule of law and preserve the integrity of the
See David W. Blight, Frederick Douglass: Prophet of Freedom, p. 3io
(Simon & Schuster, 2018).
See Law Deans’ Joint Statement on the Election and Events at the Capitol,
available at Microsoft Word—Law Deans Joint Statement, 1.12.21 final.docx (yale.edu)
Oast visited, June 2, 2021).
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legal profession. On rare occasions, despite our differing
situations and views, that obligation requires us to
speak as one to defend the fundamental commitments
of our profession. This is such a moment.
The violent attack on the Capitol was an assault on our
democracy and the rule of law. The effort to disrupt the
certification of a free and fair election was a betrayal of
the core values that undergird our Constitution. Lives
were lost, the seat of our democracy was desecrated, and
our country was shamed. . . .
As law deans, our mission is to train the next generation
of leaders to uphold the core values of our profession and
sustain the rule of law. This should be a moment of
reflection for legal educators and members of the legal
profession. A sustained effort will be necessary to repair
and preserve our precious democratic institutions. As
legal educators and lawyers ourselves, we must
redouble our efforts to restore faith in the rule of law
and the ideals of the legal profession. We have
enormous faith in the law’s enduring values and in our
students, who will soon lead this profession. We call
upon all members of the legal profession to join us in the
vital work ahead.
My truth is embedded in this collective statement. I am an
American, a patriot, and a mihtary veteran who watched in
disgust the shamefulness of the events that transpired on
January 6, 2021. In spite of those shameful acts, I remain an
American. I am emboldened to breathe my patriotism and the
patriotism of my ancestors into our nation. I commit to being a
part of the collective to beat back this coup by embracing even
more fiercely the power and the promise of the rule of law. I do
this, in part, to honor my colleagues and friends who comprise
our relationship-based coalition. As always, my duty is to defend
the United States Constitution, to promote the rule of law, and
to represent the most vulnerable among us. I look forward to
continuing to serve this coalition as we join others to rebuild and
transform our American democracy.
See id.
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D. EPILOGUE TO THE INSURRECTION
Regardless of where we lead, where we teach, where we
learn, or where we hve, the acts of violence that ensued at the
United States Capitol on January 6, 2021, have affected all of
us. What we experienced with the Capitol insurrection and
calamitous crises in 2020 serve as a hard lesson to all law school
deans that the once siloed nature of our positions as leaders
should be seriously considered when guiding our actions and
decision-making. While we are leaders of our individual
institutions, we have a duty to know where we must land on the
coalition-building spectrum and when we must act together in
solidarity to face crucible events that threaten our democratic
institutions, the legal profession, and the rule of law.
As law school deans, we used our collective voice to issue a
call to action to aU lawyers and law students to defend the values
of the legal profession after the Capitol insurrection. We spoke
as one because we were and remain committed to a relationshipbased coahtion to restore faith in the rule of law. We spoke as
one because we recognized that it is an honor to teach about the
power and the promise of the rule of law, the lawyer’s obhgation
to defend the United States Constitution, and our solemn
obligation to represent and serve the most vulnerable among us.
With our collective voice, we pledged to stand together as law
students, members of the legal academy, members of the legal
profession, and members of the judiciary to uphold these
obligations and to work alongside our elected officials, our
communities, and our democratic institutions to repair the
damage that has been done to our American democracy.
Law has the power to protect individuals and their
communities by drawing on core values such as hberty, equahty,
equity, inclusiveness, and fairness. With a focus on these core
values, the fundamental purpose of the law—to foster an
organized, civilized society—offers one of the best opportunities
for collective community engagement and progress. There is
much work to be done by the members of our relationship-based
coalition. We must support one another in coalition, and we must
grow this relationship-based coalition by continuing to promote
the value of the rule of law to every member of our society.
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